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Summary The article details the development of a programme addressing drink driving behaviour.  
It covers the referral process, course content, uptake of the option, some comment on effectiveness 
and a summary of the challenges ahead.  The programme is an excellent example of the impact 
collaborating statutory and voluntary organisations can have in reducing the risk to the general public
from drink driving.
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Background
Drink driving is a serious problem in Northern Ireland.  A snapshot showing the degree of the problem
is seen in the five-week period from 25th November 2003 to 31st December 2003.  478 people tested
positive.  Of these, 47% were at least 2x over the limit.  This has serious implications for all who use the
roads in Northern Ireland.  In 2003, 37 of the 150 deaths on Northern Ireland roads were attributable to
alcohol.

The Road Traffic Offenders (Northern Ireland) Order 1996 gave courts a new sentencing option for deal-
ing with drink drive offenders.  The court can make an Order that an offender’s period of disqualification
be reduced by up to 25% on satisfactory completion of a Courses for Drink Drive Offenders (CDDO)
programme.  The Department of the Environment (DOE) for Northern Ireland must approve this course.
Since 1998 the DOE has invited the Probation Board for Northern Ireland (PBNI) to deliver the CDDO
programme.  An initial pilot ran from 1 April 1998 until 31 December 2000 in the Petty Sessions District
of Belfast and Newtownabbey.  The pilot period has been extended to 31 December 2005 and is now
available to all courts throughout Northern Ireland.

Process 
The magistrate may offer an offender the opportunity to attend a CDDO programme if convicted of any
of the following offences:

• Driving or being in charge of a vehicle when unfit to drive through drink or drugs; or
• Driving or being in charge of a motor vehicle with excess alcohol; or
• Failing to provide a specimen of breath, blood or urine) for analysis.

Offenders involved in incidents involving injury or death are excluded from referral.  In practice, referral
has been for alcohol rather than drugs related driving.  The latter, however, is recognised as a growing
problem that will warrant further consideration in the near future.  At this stage, it is not considered
appropriate to mix the two referral sources. 

Referral to CDDO is at the discretion of the magistrate. The course is intended for those convicted of
drink driving for the first time.   Although judicial discretion does not prevent magistrates from referring
repeat drink drive offenders, including those with broader offence histories, PBNI has discouraged such
referrals, as these are likely to distort research.  It is up to the offender, or legal representative, to ensure
that the magistrate has all the relevant facts to enable an informed decision on referral to be made.  The
offender decides whether or not to accept the offer of referral.
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Courses
The purpose of the courses is to educate offenders on the dangers associated with drinking and driving
and to help them avoid repeat offending.  Particular emphasis is given to challenging the distorted think-
ing that it is possible to drink even small amounts and drive safely.  The participant offender profile is very
wide ranging, covering all social backgrounds.  The term ‘offender’ is deliberately and explicitly used – a
‘reality shot’ that experience shows is often hard to accept given that most participants will not have any
previous convictions.

Courses run in nine, weekly, two-hour sessions and cover a range of issues, including:

• Information about alcohol and its effect on the body, on driving ability and on behaviour;
• A detailed analysis of personal drinking patterns and how they relate to the driving offence;
• The impact drinking and driving can have on victims and their families;
• Alternatives to drinking and driving;
• Personal strategies to prevent repeat offending.

PBNI currently delivers these programmes in its premises in Belfast, Ballymena, Armagh, Londonderry
and Omagh.  A non-refundable fee of £100 has been set (increasing to £150 from 1 June 2004) to cover
the cost of running the courses.  Payment is required in full at time of enrolment.  Places are available on
a ‘first come first served’ basis.  On satisfactory completion a participant will be issued with a Certificate
of Completion.  This certificate can then be sent to Department for Vehicle Licensing in Northern Ireland
(DVLNI) as evidence of eligibility for the reduction in the period of disqualification as stated in the orig-
inal Certificate of Conviction.

In addition to two PBNI staff, sessions are delivered by DOE Road Safety Officers, PSNI Traffic Branch
and victims’ organisations (Campaign Against Drink Drivers or Road Trauma Support Group).  A high
premium is placed on consistent input and delivery of the programme sessions wherever the course is
delivered.  To this end, PBNI staff operate from a uniform manual, with initial training and shadow learn-
ing, practice review and updates for all deliverers.  Similar arrangements are being made for standardising
of all partner agencies’ inputs.

It is a requirement that participants attend all sessions, arrive without alcohol taken and fully participate
in the programme.  The Northern Ireland Court Service provides the alcohol level for each participant to
PBNI.  This information is essential to facilitate dealing with participants’ potential denial, minimising,
and rationalising of their drink driving behaviour, particularly in their detailed individual offence analy-
sis that they are guided through by PBNI staff.

Detailed participant feedback is sought at the end of each course.  This provides opportunity for individ-
ual participant comment on the entire programme, each agency’s input and the content and style of ses-
sion delivery.  Feedback has been consistently very positive and systematically used to develop the pro-
gramme.  A recurrent theme is the particular impact of the victim awareness session.  This is delivered in
a direct but non-judgemental style.

Uptake 
In the first 3 years of the pilot scheme approximately 500 people were deemed suitable by the courts to
participate in the programme. From this figure approximately 150 registered and completed the pro-
gramme, a take-up rate of 30%.
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Figures for 2003 show the following:
• 2,450 people were convicted of drink driving.  Of these 1096 were deemed suitable for 

referral (approximately 45 %).  The take-up rate was 30%.
• 32 courses were run throughout Northern Ireland, 12 in Belfast, 5 in Londonderry, 5

in Ballymena, 9 in Armagh and 1 in Omagh.
• 358 people attended these courses.  343 successfully completed (96 %).  Of the remaining 15,

12 are currently attending a course, 2 dropped out and 1 person died.
86% of course participants were male with 55% aged between 21 and 40 years.

The DOE are currently investigating ways of making the course better known with a view to increasing
the take up rate.  This is in addition to the hard-hitting TV commercials regarding drink driving.

Does It Work?
The North Committee recommended the introduction of drink drive rehabilitation schemes in 1988 and
described two main ways in which success could be evaluated:

1. Attitude change
2. Reconviction rates

Results from pre and post course attitude questionnaires and alcohol quiz sheets have shown a marked
increase in knowledge about alcohol and its effects on the body.   During 2003, on average, scores
increased by 2.1 points out of 10.  Immediately after attending a course, offenders reported attitudes to
drinking and driving had also changed positively.  In particular, they were more willing to strongly dis-
agree that driving when over the legal limit doesn’t increase the likelihood of an accident, providing a car
is driven carefully.

The main criterion for judging success is whether participants are less likely to reoffend (within three
years) than those who do not attend.  In GB it was found that, after six years, offenders who had com-
pleted a drink drivers course were two and a half times less likely to be reconvicted of a drink driving
offence than those who did not._  It should be pointed out that the courses in England vary considerably.
Following extensive evaluation, the GB scheme was expanded nationwide from 1st January 2000.
Courses are run by a variety of different statutory and voluntary bodies, with differing programme length,
content and costs (fees ranging from £60 to £250).  This clearly varies greatly from the Northern Ireland
experience with one multi agency course provider and one set fee.

To date, it has not been possible to monitor the reconviction rate of offenders convicted of drink drive
related offences in Northern Ireland due to delays in accessing relevant data.  However, it is intended to
commence reconviction research in Northern Ireland during 2004.  PBNI looks forward to this research
and is optimistic about the outcome given the positive increase in awareness and improvement in attitudes
to drinking and driving.  

The Challenges 
Drink driving remains a serious problem in Northern Ireland.  It is clear from the CDDO pre course
questionnaires that there is much distorted thinking and mythology about the relationship between alco-
hol and driving ability in the public at large.  CDDO participants have regularly suggested in light of their
learning that the driving theory test should have required knowledge about the dangers of drinking and
driving.  Other countries have a zero tolerance of drink driving and there is a view, increasingly expressed 
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by victims organisations and others, that the existing limit in Northern Ireland is still too high, even with-
out the option becoming zero tolerance.

Particular challenges in running CDDO are:

• While steady and significant growth of the CDDO scheme is very encouraging it is also very
resource challenging for all the agencies involved.  Such has been the growth in demand that
almost 44% of the total completions since 1998 were in 2003 alone.  PBNI are exploring the
employing of appropriate sessional workers to expand the availability of course deliverers.

• Reconviction research – on the basis of ongoing attitudinal research over the life of the pro-
gramme in Northern Ireland and figures from England, PBNI looks forward to the outcome
of research later this year.

• Maintenance of high quality programme delivery and ongoing development of the programme
in response to participant feedback, emerging information and widening of provision into new
geographical areas.

• Ongoing communication with the judiciary and solicitors/barristers to develop their knowl-
edge of the scheme and ensure referrals are within appropriate criteria.

Conclusion 
The Course for Drink Drive Offenders is an excellent example of agencies from the statutory and volun-
tary sector working together to protect the public.  Research strongly suggests that this scheme can reduce
the likelihood of an offender committing further offences.  All the participating agencies have acknowl-
edged how successful, from their perspective, this has been, but more importantly the participants have
clearly demonstrated an increased awareness and improvement in attitude.  It is believed that this course
is contributing to making a difference in protecting all members of the public from potential harm.
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